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R535The biologist Paul Ehrlich came 
to public attention in 1968 with 
the publication of his book, The 
Population Bomb. Worries about the 
potential problems of a soaring global 
population had boiled and cooled over 
previous decades. And the issue had 
become so enmeshed with political 
decisions that many just wished to 
ignore it. The warnings of Thomas 
Malthus, the eighteenth century 
writer who had had such influence 
on many thinkers on the problems of 
uncontrolled population growth, had 
slipped into the background. But with 
the current surge in commodity prices 
around the world the issue of the size 
of the population is once more rapidly 
moving up the global agenda. And it 
is interesting to see this 40-year-old 
perspective.
Ehrlich chose to emphasise the 
simple biological challenges posed by 
rising populations. And he was strident: 
“It cannot be overemphasised”, he 
wrote, “that no changes in behaviour 
or technology can save us unless we 
can achieve control over the size of 
the human population. The birth rate 
must be brought into balance with 
the death rate or mankind will breed 
itself into oblivion. We can no longer 
afford merely to treat the symptoms 
of the cancer of population growth; 
the cancer itself must be cut out”, 
he wrote.
“The rich may continue to get richer, 
but the more numerous poor are 
going to get poorer. Of these poor, a 
minimum of ten million people, most 
of them children, will starve to death 
during each year of the 1970s. But 
this is a mere handful compared to the 
numbers that will be starving before 
the end of the century. And it is now 
too late to take action to save many of 
these people.
Ehrlich’s predictions have not been 
founded in events, but there is no 
doubt that many people in poorer 
countries receive inadequate food. 
But Ehrlich’s purpose was also to 
highlight the developed countries’ 
situation. “Most Americans are 
not aware that the US and other 
developed countries also have a 
problem with overpopulation. Rather 
News focus
than suffering from food shortages, 
these countries show symptoms in 
the form of environmental degradation 
and increased difficulty in obtaining 
resources to support their affluence.”
Ehrlich pointed out the rapid 
increase in the rate of human 
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R536population growth. It “reached a 
billion people around 1850, doubling 
in some 200 years. It took only 80 
years or so for the next doubling, as 
the population reached two billion 
around 1930. We have not completed 
the next doubling to four billion yet, 
but we now have well over three and 
a half billion. The doubling time at 
present seems to be about 35 years. 
Quite a reduction in doubling times”. 
Of course, the planet now has almost 
seven billion people projected, by 
the UN, to increase to more than nine 
billion people by 2050.
Doubling times in the developing 
countries range between around 20 to 
35 years. “In order just to keep living 
standards at the present inadequate 
level, the food available for the people 
must be doubled. Every structure 
and road must be duplicated. The 
amount of power must be doubled. 
The capacity of the transport system 
must be doubled. The number of 
trained doctors, nurses, teachers and 
administrators must be doubled. This 
would be a fantastically difficult job in 
the United States — a rich country with 
a fine agricultural system immense 
industries, and access to abundant 
resources. Think of what it means to a 
country with none of these.”
Ehrlich was also aware of the power 
of the media. “People have gotten the 
word about the better life it is possible 
to have. They have seen coloured 
pictures in magazines of the miracles 
of Western technology… They know 
that a better life is possible. They 
have what we like to call ‘rising 
expectations’”, he wrote. “If twice 
as many people are to be happy, the 
miracle of doubling what they now 
have will not be enough. It will only 
maintain today’s standard of living. 
There will have to be a tripling or 
better. Needless to say they are not 
going to be happy.”
Before the current commodity 
price rises, the world has seen little in 
the way of recent global calamities. 
But just before Ehrlich’s book, the 
world had seen a major problem. 
“In 1965–1966 mankind suffered 
a shocking defeat in what is now 
popularly called the ‘war on hunger’”. 
In 1966, while the population of the 
world increased by some 70 million 
people, there was no compensatory 
increase in food production. 
According to the United Nations Food 
and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), 
advances in food production made in 
developing nations between 1955 and 
1965 were wiped out by agricultural 
disasters in 1965 and 1966. “In 1966 
each person had two per cent less 
to eat, the reduction, of course, not 
being uniformly distributed. Only ten 
countries grew more food than they 
consumed: the US, Canada, Australia, 
Argentina, France, New Zealand, 
Burma, Thailand, Romania and South 
Africa.”
“There is not enough food today”, 
Ehrlich claimed those decades ago. 
“How much there will be tomorrow is 
open to debate. If the optimists are 
correct, today’s level of misery will be 
perpetrated for perhaps two decades 
into the future. If the pessimists are 
correct, massive famines will occur 
soon, possibly in the 1970s, certainly 
by the 1980s. So far most of the 
evidence seems to be on the side of 
the pessimists, and we should plan on 
the assumption that they are correct.”
Against this prediction, the world 
has done pretty well. And even better 
against Ehrlich’s extolling of the 
need for humans to adopt a more 
vegetarian diet, although this may 
be short-lived. “The present growth 
of the world population commits us 
irrevocably to a policy of increasing 
annual food production for at least the 
next two or three generations. If this is 
to be successful, we must learn to do 
it in the most efficient, least damaging 
way. If we want the most food 
production per acre, we must for the 
most part eat the plants. The reason 
is quite simple: the Second Law of 
Thermodynamics. The law says, in 
part, that when energy is transferred, 
some of it becomes unusable at each 
transfer.”
Ehrlich was also aware of the wider 
environmental problem of climate, 
well ahead of many commentators, 
an issue which has come to dominate 
international policy issues in recent 
years. “When we pollute, we tamper 
with the energy balance of the Earth. 
The results in terms of global climate 
and in terms of local weather could be 
catastrophic. Do we want to keep it up 
and find out what will happen? What 
do we gain by playing ‘environmental 
roulette’?”
He had a bleak message for 
conservationists with resonance 
today. In spite of all the efforts, “all 
the propaganda, all the eloquent 
writing, all the beautiful pictures, the 
conservation battle is presently being 
lost. In my years of interest in this 
question I’ve come to the conclusion 
that it is being lost for two powerful 
reasons. The first, of course, is that 
nothing ‘undeveloped’ can long 
stand in the face of the population 
explosion.”
 And closer to home, he was 
worried about his fellow citizens. 
The second reason “is that most 
Americans clearly don’t give a damn. 
They’ve never heard of the California 
condor and would shed no tears if it 
became extinct. On the contrary, many 
Americans would compete for the 
privilege of shooting the last one. Our 
population consists of two groups: a 
comparatively small one dedicated 
to the preservation of beauty and 
wildlife, and a vastly larger one 
dedicated to the destruction of both 
(or at least apathetic toward them).”
While the condor’s actual story 
represents some good news, its 
rehabilitation has been extremely 
expensive and is still under pressure.
Ehrlich begins his book with an 
account of a taxi journey through 
Delhi 40 years ago: “As we crawled 
through the city, we encountered a 
crowded slum area. The temperature 
was well over 100, and the air was a 
haze of dust and smoke. The streets 
seemed alive with people. People 
eating, people washing, people 
sleeping. People visiting, arguing, and 
screaming... People, people, people.”
In the intervening years economic 
situations may have changed 
dramatically but the people issue 
persists and will not disappear under 
other environmental issues.
Strident: Paul R. Ehrlich, author of The Pop-
ulation Bomb, at Stanford University, high-
lighted the problems of a growing human 
population four decades ago.
